Squamous oesophageal cancer can be downstaged using protracted venous infusion of 5-fluorouracil with epirubicin and cisplatin (ECF).
21 patients with squamous oesophageal carcinoma were treated with a new regimen designed in our unit and effective in treating gastric adenocarcinoma, consisting of continuous venous infusion of 5-fluorouracil for up to 24 weeks (200 mg/m2/day) with epirubicin (50 mg/m2) and cisplatin (60 mg/m2) every 3 weeks. 12 patients (57%) had an objective response. The median relapse free period was 7 months, median survival from start of chemotherapy 8.4 months, and median survival from diagnosis, 14 months. Symptomatic improvements were reported by 10/11 patients with pain (91%), 8/9 with anorexia (89%), 8/10 with reflux (80%) and 10/14 with dysphagia (71%). Grade 3 or 4 toxicity was reported by 11 patients: 5 had haematological toxicity, 3 vomiting, 2 infection and 1 diarrhoea. One patient developed peripheral neuropathy, 1 renal impairment and another peripheral vascular disease. Following chemotherapy, surgery was attempted in 5 patients. One remains well 3 years on, 2 had macroscopic clearance of tumour but died of postoperative complications. In 2, disease was irresectable. This regimen of moderate toxicity is effective at improving symptoms in the majority of patients. In some patients, tumours are briefly downstaged so that inoperable tumours may become operable.